
Evidence for a Chibcha-Jê connection 

The genealogical composition of the South American continent is a major puzzle of historical 

linguistics. This talk discusses lexical and grammatical evidence for a genealogical relationship 

between Chibchan languages of Central America and northern South America and Macro-Jê 

languages, predominantly spoken in the Brazilian lowlands, south of the Amazon. The 

correspondences include seventeen grammatical morphemes and twenty-four lexical items 

(Pache 2023), such as corresponding suppletive forms – Proto-Chibchan *ndaʔ ~ *taʔ ‘to go1’, 

*mbã ‘to go2’, Proto-Northern Jê *tɛ ̃‘to go1’, *mɔ̃ ‘to go2’ – and (near-)homophones such as 

Proto-Chibchan *siʔ ‘thorn, tooth (incisor)’, *sih ‘meat, flesh’, Proto-Northern Jê *-ɲĩ ‘thorn’, 

*-ɲĩ ‘meat’ (Pache 2018, Nikulin 2020). Among the further evidence is an unusual parallel 

grammaticalization path in Chibchan and Macro-Jê languages, which may reflect variation that 

existed in the shared ancestor language (see Joseph 2012). For instance, Boruca, a Chibchan 

language of southeastern Costa Rica, has an inessive postposition kabá (Quesada Pacheco 2019: 

103); its cognate counterpart in Rama (eastern Nicaragua) encodes benefactive and purposive 

meanings (Craig 1989: 207), as shown in (1). 
 

Rama (Chibchan) 

(1) jaŋ-kama  

 what-PURPOSE 

‘why’ (Craig 1989: 206) 
 

Both Boruca inessive kabá and Rama purposive kama derive from a Proto-Chibchan form 

*kamba by regular sound change (see Pache 2018). The reflex of its Proto-Northern Jê 

counterpart, locative *kãm ~ *kə̃m (Nikulin 2020: 511) likewise indicates the inessive in 

Apinajé (Northern Jê, central Brazil) (Oliveira 2005: 147), and, in a particular construction 

illustrated in (2), purpose.  
 

Apinajé (Northern Jê)  

(2) ja  kamə̃ 

 this PURPOSE 

‘for that, for this reason, that’s why’ (Oliveira 2005: 147)  

 

Together, the correspondences in question suggest a genealogical connection between 

Chibchan and Macro-Jê languages. This also has implications for our understanding of 

migration and the populating of the Americas. 
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